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There is now a range of doctoral programmes available in Aotearoa New Zealand, and this chapter explores the option of completing a PhD by publication, as an alternative to the traditional PhD where a single, coherent thesis is presented for examination. It shares my personal experience of completing a doctorate in this way and identifies the rewards and challenges of taking such an approach.

While there is considerable diversity across countries and tertiary institutions, at the university where I studied, the ‘PhD by publication approach’ meant the usual three to four year research project, whilst focussing on publishing articles from that project as you go. While not much has been written about this process, there is some agreement that it can be beneficial for the student (; ). The finished document is still a thesis, but it ranges from having all the chapters as published papers bound with an introduction and conclusion, to having some chapters that are papers and others in the traditional format. My own, just finished thesis, has five chapters that are published papers and four chapters that link those papers together into a coherent thesis. For me, it was a very different experience from my conventional master’s project and a very rewarding way of completing my doctorate, but it was not without its challenges. 
The benefits
One of the primary reasons I chose to do my PhD by publication was that I felt it would give more structure to the three year project. I like deadlines; I like the pressure and sense of urgency that deadlines instil in me, and the idea of a single deadline, three years away, was terrifying. I had managed a one year project five years earlier with my Masters, but three years? When I was considering enrolling for my PhD, a friend was just finishing his – an extraordinarily tidy project with three carefully designed studies that built on each other and together created a satisfying whole. When he submitted his (concise) thesis, two papers were already published and one was in press. I was impressed! I wanted this to be me. So I decided at the outset that I would design the project in a way that suited a thesis by publication. And, along with my choice of supervisors, this was one of the best decisions I made throughout the degree, as it helped to break the project up into more manageable chunks. Of course the deadlines are artificial – there is no one who is going to take marks off for the late submission of an article – but, somehow, the shorter term goal of ‘write an article’ was more motivating than ‘write a chapter’.  

One reason I found it so much more motivating was that it was more satisfying to finish an article than a chapter. I wasn’t creating a draft; I was creating a finished product. I submitted the first article, a conceptual framework developed from the literature, a few months after I officially enrolled. (I had started reading and thinking about the literature about six months earlier). I would recommend any future student do as much reading as they can before they officially enrol and start the countdown towards that deadline of thesis submission. My delight when that first article was accepted for publication (with amendments) in a high ranking journal, was matched only by my surprise! That sense of satisfaction, the pride I felt when I received the final acceptance and then later when I saw my work in print, was an inspiration to me – it encouraged me to do it again. Partly it was that I had already tasted the rewards of doing it well, but possibly more importantly, it was that I now knew that I could not only write well in a formal academic way, but that my work was of sufficient standard to undergo successful peer review. 

This brings me to the next advantage of a thesis by publication: the benefits of getting external peer reviews of your work along the way. The main source of feedback during a PhD candidacy is your supervisors. Their role is to guide and advise you on all aspects of your research, from the high level thinking and design at the start, through to the finer points of writing and arguing your points later on.  I was blessed with my supervision team. My primary supervisor was from my own discipline (psychology), and while she had no knowledge of my topic, she was experienced and knowledgeable about critical realism (), the theoretical paradigm I used, and about both quantitative and qualitative research methods (my PhD was a mixed methods design). My other two supervisors were from education and were experts in the area of student engagement, the key construct in my research.  Our meetings were productive discussions and there was no shortage of valuable constructive feedback. But even with great supervision, an outside view from someone less intimately involved, as is provided by the journal review process, can raise issues or spark thoughts that will improve your work. For example, the feedback that I received on the first of my analysis articles from my qualitative study was invaluable in informing my thinking on my second analysis article. 

In addition to the concrete benefits of having experts in the field comment on my work, the experience of peer review was a valuable self-development opportunity for me. As I write this, my thesis is being examined prior to the oral defence, and it occurs to me that this process is much the same as the journal review process. Several experts in my field are going to read my work and then write a report expressing their views on its strengths and weaknesses. And what I realise now, having not only had my work peer reviewed but also having done some reviewing myself, is that it is not necessarily a case of right or wrong. One of my articles received two contradictory peer reviews – the first said it was great but the second reviewer disagreed and seemed, from their comments, to want me to write a different paper. I was confused to say the least. But, with guidance from my supervision team, I negotiated the space between starting all over again, and standing my ground but risking having the paper rejected. I used some of the constructive feedback to change and strengthen my paper, but with other points the reviewer made, I defended my initial decision and explained in my response to the editor why I was not going to make those changes. It felt almost presumptuous challenging the authority of this anonymous voice, but I came closer to understanding that this is how peer review works. It was empowering; I gained confidence in my voice and my decisions – helping to get me over the imposter syndrome that many PhD students experience.  

Another benefit of publishing is improving your academic writing style – an important element of the doctoral journey for most students. The common-sense advice from supervisors is to write early and write often, to help with that learning process.  Writing articles from the outset certainly improved my writing skills – I was not only writing early and often, but I was writing more than notes or a draft – I was producing a finished, polished product. In addition, journals have very strict word counts – in higher education where I was publishing, this varied from about 5,000 to 8,000 words,  including the reference list. For me, this was a very real challenge as I have a tendency to be a little long winded, to include all that I know rather than all that the reader needs to know. Constraining myself to the tight word limits encouraged me to not only think much harder about exactly what I wanted to say, it encouraged me to say it in as few words as possible. Succinct, concise writing is almost always better writing. 

The final benefit of publishing as you go, and for some this will be the most important, is that it is great for your future career, particularly if you hope to work in academia. Universities across the world are increasingly measured by the quality of their research. In New Zealand, the Publication Based Research Fund (PBRF) is not only used to determine a large part of the funding that each university gets from the government (), but it also leads to the publication of a ranking table that compares the universities and so is important for marketing. The number and quality of each staff member’s academic publications is the largest element of the PBRF assessment process. It is unsurprising, therefore, that in academia one of the first things that potential employers will look at on your CV is your publication history – how many articles have you had published and in which journals? If you are competing for a post-doctoral position with someone else who has also just completed their PhD, then having published articles will potentially give you the edge. It is evidence that your work is of the highest standard and that you have the skills necessary to get your work published. 

For me, this led to something of a tension between what I needed in the short term to complete and pass my PhD, and what I needed in the longer term to establish a good publication record. At my university, the articles did not have to be published in order for me to include them in my thesis. They could be at any stage – under review, accepted with amendments, in press, or even ‘to be submitted’. In addition, the fact that a thesis contains published articles does not guarantee success at examination. Although those sections have been through peer review, examiners reserve the right to critique and demand amendments to published chapters in the same way as the rest of the thesis. However, it seems to me that having published articles couldn’t help but impress my examiners on some level, and so that was my goal – to have as many articles as close to being published as possible. I describe some of that process a little later. 

As anyone who has submitted an article to a journal knows, the wheels of peer review can turn very slowly. Deciding which journal to submit my work to was difficult and I reflected deeply on the best path to take. Should I target the highest journals in my field, which have higher rejection rates (up to 80%) and often slower review times, and thereby risk being rejected and having to start the process all over with another journal? Or should I submit my articles to less highly ranked journals that were more likely to accept the work and to do so quickly? Should I aim for an international journal (which arguably may be more prestigious) or a New Zealand journal (who may be more keen to publish New Zealand based research). These are decisions that all academics face – weighing the chance of acceptance against the quality of the journal. In the end I did some of each. My first article was submitted to the highest ranked journal in the field because I had time to resubmit elsewhere if needed. But with the later articles I chose to send them to journals that were reputed to have faster turnaround times but that were a little less prestigious. 

Of course publishing isn’t just about your career goals. After I finished my Master of Arts thesis some years ago, I spent the next 12 months turning it into publishable chunks, because it is those chunks (published articles) that make a difference.  I doubt many people have read my thesis, but I know that many have read my articles. And isn’t that the point of doing research? To create knowledge to share? I have only just finished my PhD thesis but already other researchers and practitioners in higher education are reading and citing my first article. And while other students who have just submitted their PhD theses are starting that article writing process, I am free to move on to something else – such as this book chapter!
The challenges
Hopefully you are now convinced that there are many advantages to doing your PhD by publication. However, it is important to appreciate that alongside those advantages, there are also drawbacks – additional challenges that ensures this is not, as ) point out, “an easy way out” (p. 105). These include the need for careful research design and associated difficulties of timing, constraints of the article form, and potential issues tying the thesis together. 

Some research designs lend themselves more easily to a PhD by publication. In the hard sciences, this form of thesis has a longer history and it is fairly common for a PhD project to consist of a series of smaller studies that together make up the thesis, with each a published article (; ). In my discipline of psychology and other social sciences and humanities, a PhD is more commonly a single large project. In this case, the findings of the research, which are the most obviously publishable content, tend to come towards the end of the three or four year term. This can still work as a PhD by publication, but it is less likely that you will have articles through the review process. I took a fairly pragmatic approach and designed my research with this in mind. For instance, while my main project was a qualitative study, I started with an analysis of existing survey data as an exploratory phase – partly because it was relevant and valuable, but partly because I knew it would give me publishable findings relatively early on. In addition, as I mentioned earlier, my first article stemmed from my reading of the literature. The goal of developing an article from my literature review helped me take a more critical approach to this important early phase of the project, and what started as a straightforward review developed into a more substantial theoretical framework that guided the rest of the project and ultimately formed the heart of the finished thesis. So it is important to seek and plan opportunities to craft what you are doing into a publishable form. 

A second aspect of the research design that can be challenging for a PhD by publication is the length of journal articles. As mentioned above, writing articles encourages concise writing, which is a great benefit. But at the same time I found the shortness of the journal articles constraining. With the exploratory study, a statistical analysis of survey data, it was a little difficult to narrow the results and discussion sufficiently, but overall it lent itself well to a journal article. Writing up the qualitative study, on the other hand, was challenging and frustrating. Traditionally, the analysis chapters in a qualitative thesis have a lot of data extracts, illustrating an analysis that is both broad and deep. My master’s thesis, for example, had three chapters of findings plus a conclusion, and each of those chapters was at least 6000 words. But in an article, the word limit of 5000-8000 words includes not just the findings and discussion, but also the background literature and methods. I had large quantities of lovely rich data from family interviews and video diaries and I wanted to do it all justice. After much debate and discussion with my supervisors, I decided to write two narrow deep analysis articles and forego the luxury of a broad analysis across the whole dataset.  This was another instance of me striving to be pragmatic about my PhD rather than emotional – to make decisions that would increase the likelihood of me completing the process within the three years with as little stress as possible. This was one such decision that I struggled with and even now, waiting for examination, I was a little nervous that the examiners might find my analysis too narrow. 

Having said that, I did have other options available to me. I know other students who have included traditional analysis chapters in their thesis alongside other chapters that are publications. In the end I did include one additional results chapter, which told the individual stories of each of my 19 participants. For me, this was an ethical necessity as they had given me so much time and shared so much with me that I really wanted to do justice to their stories. I also wanted to show the incredible diversity of experience that is sometimes lost in analysis. My supervisors were divided on this chapter. While they all found it interesting reading, I suspect my main supervisor would have preferred it not be in the thesis, because it was the stories without analysis.  This illustrates, however, that there can be a lot of flexibility in constructing a thesis by publication. Make sure you find out early what the requirements of your tertiary institution are with regards to these kinds of options.

One of the most challenging aspects of a PhD by publication for me was putting the thesis together at the end. It is vital that you produce a single strong thesis and not just a string of separate articles. Ensuring that happens is partly about the design of the project, as I have already discussed, but also partly about the writing of the final thesis. With any PhD, one of the last and most important elements of writing is the task of adding and strengthening the links and transitions that guide the reader through the thesis. This includes setting up the structure in the introduction, providing signposts throughout the thesis, and then drawing the threads together at the end. This is always a challenge, but I found it even more challenging with a PhD by publication. When I got near the end I had five articles that I wanted to include as chapters in the thesis: the conceptual framework, the survey findings, two results articles from the main study, and a shorter case study that had been published in conference proceedings. There were a number of issues relating to how I would bind these together to produce a coherent document. 

Firstly, although it is difficult to explain here, deciding whether the conceptual framework or the survey results should come first in the document was a challenge.  I had worked on them almost concurrently and in theory either could have been read first, but I had to decide and then I had to guide the reader through my thinking. In a standard thesis this kind of issue can also arise, but in a traditional thesis you have the ability to change the content of any of the chapters to make them flow logically together. I could not do that because they were to be included in their published form. My supervisors were invaluable as I worked through this decision – reading both possible versions and helping me to talk through the pros and cons of each. 

The problem of not being able to edit the content of the published chapters also resulted in other challenges. For instance, when I wrote the conceptual framework, I had not yet designed the qualitative study and not thought through the epistemological issues that are inherent in qualitative research. I later decided that my main project would take a critical realist approach (). This worked very well with the framework and I wished I had done that thinking earlier, because then I could have described the framework in that way. As it was, I had to somehow justify to the reader why I had done a survey, developed a conceptual framework (with no mention of critical realism in either), and then decided that I was going to do critical realist work after all. 

One piece of advice from my supervisors that was valuable in putting the thesis together was to view it as telling a story – the story of my learning as I researched. This helped me to be comfortable showing that my views had changed and developed as I moved through the research, such as concerning student engagement. This is often the case: our understanding or view of a concept or theory changes as we work with it. Often when we write up our work, we edit the early stages to make it seem as if we always knew what we know now. One strategy that I used to hold the thesis together in a coherent way was the addition of a single-page preface to each article that explained how the article fitted into the bigger picture and why I had decided this was what I should do next. Another piece of advice that I heard (too late for me, but that others may find it useful) was to maintain a two- to three-page document, right from when you start your PhD, that is a rolling outline of the finished thesis. This would have helped me meet the requirements of whichever article I was working on while still holding in my mind its place in the thesis. 

One final point that needs to be made in relation to completing a thesis by publication is the authorship of the journal articles. As ) point out, it is vital that authorship of papers is agreed at the outset of the project to avoid tension and conflict later on. In the School of Psychology at my university it was standard practice for publications arising from a student’s work be jointly authored by the student and one or more of the supervisors, with the student as the first author. In the Institute of Education, where my other two supervisors were based, this was not the case and supervisors were not necessarily authors. After discussions with all of my supervisors I decided to name all three on my articles as I felt they each contributed sufficiently to the process. As an aside, I wrote the articles and their contributions were the same as they would make to a normal thesis chapter and this was something that had to be declared in the thesis. A thesis, after all, has to be the student’s work. While it was not an issue for me, I have heard other students say that their supervisors’ feedback on jointly authored articles was more stringent and detailed than for other work. This is perhaps not surprising given that the work is going out into the world with their name attached. The most important thing is to be aware of your institution’s guidelines on this issue and to discuss it openly with your supervisors. 
Conclusion
Writing this chapter and reflecting on the process of doing my PhD by publication has been interesting. I am pleased that I made that decision at the outset. The challenges were many, but the rewards have been great and my journey was ultimately smoother and easier because of it. If you are considering this for your research, I would leave you with two final pieces of advice. 

First, make sure your supervisors support this decision. In my discipline this is still a relatively new approach and I was lucky that my main supervisor had experience with this kind of project. My other supervisors did not have experience, but they were supportive and keen to learn more about it for themselves. 

The other final piece of advice is to find other theses in your discipline that have been written this way and have a look at the different ways it can be done. There is no single right way. If you are in psychology or education, feel free to contact me. Remember, though, this is not an easier road to a PhD; it is just a different road. Think carefully about why you want to do it, structure your project to take advantage of the benefits, and always keep the bigger picture in mind.
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